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Chapter I
INTRODUCTION

THE OCCULT IN FOLK PATTERNS OF NEGRO THOUGHT:
CONJURING - A STUDY IN CULTURAL-INTELLECTUAL HISTORY

Statement of Problem:
How do you write about the masses of the people?

How about the

masses of Negroes especially since they leave so few documents?

Up to

now Negro students have written about intelligent, literate Negroes and
have been ashamed of the crudities of the masses.

Men like John Hope

Franklin, who wrote From Slavery To Freedom, and Earl Thorpe, The
Negro Mind are examples of this tendency.

As J. Frank Dobie has said:

"The folk-mind is untutored but it is not at all
stupid; its answers and theories may well be misguided, but this need not mean that its questions and
problems are unreal or can be loftily brushed aside.
The obscurity of early thought is not infrequently the
obscurity of unfathomed depths; but modern sophistication should guard against the clarity which is due
to mere shallowness of perception. 1
The course of events and the findings of the various social
sciences make increasingly clear the inadequacy of all treatments of
the past which deal only with the articulate groups.

"As economists

examined social situations by reference to statistical series which re-

1 J. Frank Dobie and Mody C. Boatright, Coyote Wisdom
(Austin: Texas Folk-Lore Society, 1938}, p. 146.

2

fleeted mass behavior; as sociologists undertook to probe the experience
of inarticulate social groups; as psychologists revealed something of the
nature of man in his social relationships; and as the new techniques of
mass expression and communication sucked all parts of the society within their orbit", historians were inevitably forced to face the question of
how the masses had lived and thought and reacted in the past.

They

began to realize that "whereas they had considerable information about
rulers and how they had exercised their power, they had little or none
about the ruled and how they had responded.

11

They knew something of the

literary and artistic high lights, but little of the mass culture from which
these high lights stood out.

However little they knew about Shakespeare,

they knew less about his audiences.

Least of all did they know the man-

ner of living and the processes of change which affected the multitude.
They had, on the whole, "assumed that the texture of social life in any
time and place was more or less of a piece--that the experience, attitudes, thoughts, and values which found record were representative of
those which went unrecorded.

11

The possibility that within any society

there had been groups whose values, attitudes, and experiences were at
variance with those of the dominant, articulate group had received little
recogn1·t·10n. 2

York:
p. 8.

2 caroline Ware, The Cultural Approach to History. (New
Morningside Heights, The Columbia University Press, 1940),

3

It is the purpose of this study to examine only one phase of the
mass mind and behavior and no attempt will be made to examine it in
its fullest extent.

Negroes are a peasant folk moving to urban areas in

the 20th century, and much of their peasant habits remain.

Conjuration

is one of them and when we understand it and admit its social function,
we will understand much better the mass Negro mind as an historical
phenomena capable of documentation.
There have been other examinations of the oral tradition, especially
in Texas in general and the Brazos Bottom in particular.

Brewer examin-

ed the Negro Preacher's oral tradition in the same cultural area of the
present study, the Brazos Bottom. 3 Other leaders of Texas folklore have
also highlighted color in Negro characters like preachers and midwives,
and dancers. 4 None of these, though approaching the subject obliquely,
have ever come at the occult head on.

This study attempts it by placing

its emphasis on Conjuration.
Previous scholarship on this subject emphasizes its functional use
on lower cultural levels.

Puckett states that Conjuration is constantly

having a hand in the practical affairs of life.

Hoodoo or Conjuring is

possibly the most picturesque form of Negro occultism, yet an exact

3 J. Mason Brewer, Word on the Brazos.
of Texas Press, 1955), p. 25.

{Austin: University

4 Moody, Boatright, From Hell to Breakfast.
Folklore Society, 1944), p. 60.

(Austin:

Texas

4

knowledge of its usages is restricted to a relatively small number of
persons, chiefly men, although women are not entirely excluded. 5
Lowie states that life is full of hazards.
starvation are always menacing men.

Disease, enemies and

Experience teaches primitive

man that medical herbs and roots often come to naught; yet normally
he wants to survive and enjoy the good things of existence.

Faced with

this problem, he takes any method that seems adapted to his ends.
Often his ways appear inconceivably crude to us.

When medical science

pronounces him incurable, he will not resign himself to fate, but runs
to the nearest conjurer doctor who holds out hope of recovery.

His

urge for self-preservation will not down him, nor will that of the illiterate peoples of the world, and in that overpowering will to live has
anchored the belief in supernaturalism, which is absolutely universal
among known peoples, past, and present.

What particular form it will

take varies locally, yet some of its features are all but universal. 6
Henderson states that the life of the Negro freedmen was rife
with superstition, but this is always true of people occupying the lower
stages of culture.

They lack knowledge, and usually depend heavily on

their imaginations for explanation of happenings in both their physical
and social environments.

The result is that they give erroneous inter-

pretations to phenomena, attribute power to mysterious agents, and

5Newbell Niles Puckett, Folk Beliefs of the Southern Negro.
{London: Humphrey Milford, The University of North Carolina Press,
1950), p. 167.
6 Robert Lowie, An Introduction to Cultural Anthropology.
(New York: Rinehart and Company, Inc., 1940), p. 290.

5

resort to acts that are wholly irrational.

7

Reuter states that Negroes in America represent various stages of
cultural development.

In the groups are men and women highly and fully

educated and refined, persons who have thoroughly assimilated the European
culture heritage and have in some respects added to it.

At the opposite

extreme are persons slightly removed from the African cultural level. 8
Botkin says that the use of Negro conjuration extends to all practical affairs of life involving control over persons, injuring or destroying
enemies, getting rid of rivals or undesirables, breaking up homes, foretelling the future and many others.

Conjuration is effective not only in

the material but also in the spiritual world.

The conjuration of spirits

takes the form chiefly of charms to ward off or avoid evil spirits. 9
Herskovits states that religion is vital, meaningful, and understandable to the Negroes of this country because, as in West Indies and
West Africa, it is not removed from life, but has been inter grated into
the daily round.

It is because of this, that the terms of the supernatural

is so immediately acceptable to this unprivileged folk and causes them
to turn to other outlets for their frustration. 1 O

7 Donald Henderson, The Negro Freedmen. (New York: Henry
Schuman, 1952), p. 91.
8Edward B. Reuter, The American Race Problem: A Study of
the Negro. (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1938), pp. 16-1 7.
9B. A. Botkin, A Treasury of Southern Folklore.
Crown Publishers, 1964), p. 632.
1 O Melville Herskovits, The Myth of the Negro Past.
Harper and Brothers Publishers, 1941 ), p. 207.

(New York:
(New York:

6

Scope
This investigation has been limited to a small town (Navasota} in
Grimes County, which is located well in the Brazos Bottom area.

This

particular town has been taken to examine the folk-patterns of the Negro
in the unscientific solution of conjuring this late in the 20th Century
because it is basically rural and is within a primitive folk cultural area
where survivals are strong. 11
This study has been limited to conjuring prescriptions under
five sub-headings.
1. Bad Luck
2. Good Luck
3. Love
4. Revenge
5. Enemies

These prescriptions seemed to have been most prominent in this
crossroad center of the Brazos Bottom.

Students of Conjuration will

readily recognize the absence of some important aspects of conjuration
in the material scope of the paper.

Distance from the center of practice

and lack of sophistication in practitioners may account for this.

11 Cultural area defined: one set off from the others by a relative internal homogeneity of culture and differentation:
Uniformities:
art, music.

Technology, beliefs, social forms, reli gion,

Brazos Bottom area is in the Texas cultural area called
Southwestern Plantation: Settled from old south with native White and
Negro, stocks and projecting cotton culture.

7

Method and Sources
The writer will arrange data from primary and secondary sources
under a main heading.

Therefore, this particular study will be developed

by the topical method.
The literature of the culture and folklore of Texas defines both a
Southwestern plantation and a Brazos Bottom area.
have been accepted for this study.

These designations

After an examination of the scienti-

fic literature on the occult in Negro life and thought, this writer used the
interview method to sample the oral tradition - a vehicle of the folk
tradition--as basic data for this study.

The Conjuring

11

were classified into areas of emphasis for presentation.

prescriptions 11
Due to the

sources of prescriptions received, they must of necessity, remain anonymous.

8

Definition of Terms

Conjuration •• a term used by Negroes of the United States for
the process of working magic, the worker of magic, and magic itself.

In its varied forms, conjuration like magic practices among New World
Negroes everywhere, shows a high degree of purity of retention of
Africanisms that indicate it to have been one of the most tenacious of
African carry-overs.
Conjurer Doctor -- a practitioner who performs the working of
magic and magic itself.
Folklore •• the generic term to designate the customs,
beliefs, traditions, tales, magical practices, which means the accumulated knowledge of a homogeneous unsophisticated people, tied together
not only by common physical bonds, but also by emotional ones which
color their very expression, giving it unity and individual distinction.
Hoodoo -• A category of magic in the beliefs found among
Negroes of the Southern United States which included the knowledge of
herbs, and roots.
Magic ... the art of controlling nature by supernatural means,
or the art of compulsion of the supernatural.
Voodoo .... a term used in the United States to signify an evil
force or exotic rites and magical practices.
Prescription -• the act of prescribing, directing, or dictating;
authoritative direction.

9

Occult -- not apparent on mere inspection, but discoverable by
experimentation.
Fortune-Teller - - one who pretends a knowledge of the future and
fortells the events of one's life as by palmistry or cards.
Witchcraft - - the occult practices of one having supernatural
powers in the natural world especially to work evil.
Fetish .... a charm or amulet, worn about the person or set up
at some convenient place for the purpose of guarding against some evil
.
or securing
some goo d • 12

12 Funk and Wagnalls, Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology and Legends. (New York: Funk and Wagnalls Company, 1949).

10

Hypothesis

It is the belief of this writer that Donald Henderson is essentially
correct in his analysis of the folk behavior of the Negro masses as that
behavior is reflective of a "lower'' stage of culture.

Realizing this lower

stage of culture is difficult to define or document, it is the belief of
this writer that one approach to it is the manifestations of occult behavior
patterns in the folk condition.

While there may be some questions as to

this behavior being exclusive to Negroes, this writer feels that the
continued flourishing of conjuration in the Brazos region reflects the
continuation of non-rational, non-scientific pattern in the mass mind of
Negroes.

Though this hypothesis may be applicable to the total pattern

of Negro life, this investigation has concerned itself only with a category
of response that may be called the solution of personal problems.

Chapter II

DEVELOPMENT OF CONJURATION IN AMERICA AND ITS CULTURAL
POTENTIAL AROUND THE NON-WHITES IN GRIMES COUNTY

The historian of folkways, in other words, "has still to tap the
oral sources of local anecdote, personal reminiscence and the lore of
the folk in all its activities (not simply folk cures, weather and crop wisdom, pastimes, and place names, and other minutiae which are the
favorite subjects for collectors}.
"Through the use of questionaires, personal interviews, and
sound recordings, the folklorist and the social scientist" have worked
out adequate techniques for the collection and recording of this folk-say
and folk stuff, including the life histories that illuminate them.

It now

remains for the historian to work out adequate techniques for utilization
and interpretation of the material. 13
This raises a primary consideration in approaching American
folklore:

there is and has been no American peasantry, properly so-

called cultivators of the American soil have avoided both the name and
the conditions which it implies; and the American public policy has
equally aimed, by and large, to prevent such conditions from arising,
or at least from developing into permanent disabilities or status.

Of

all such policies, the most powerful antidote to the status of peasantry

13 ware, Op. Cit., pp. 313-314.

12

and its folk culture is that of universal and free public education, available to children of every race and condition in every area, through
secondary school or beyond.

This ideal, first grasped by Thomas

Jefferson and gradually made a reality during the past century, makes
for a maximum of intercommunication between every part of American
society, and so wars upon that isolation which is recognized to be the
natural soil of a folk culture.
The past 60 years, however, have witnessed an intense cultivafion of American Folklore .

Until the 19th century was well advanced,

large sections of the American people remained in relative isolation,
with little or no schooling, and in greater or lesser degree dependent
upon traditional lore, and what they could add to it, for the enrichment
of their lives.

Areas or classes, which did not share in the main tide

of American progress, such as the mountainous and other parts of the
rural South, and the Negro nearly everywhere, conserved his old lore
and modified it very gradually. 14
Though the spirit of the slave was too often left fallow to the
weeds and thistles, his flesh was cultivated to the state of the highest
productivity.

The slave was property and yielded rich returns only

when physically fit.

For this reason the Negroes generally had proper

medical attention, the doctor usually being paid a certain stipend a

1 4united States Printing Office, A Guide to the Study of The
United States of America, (Washington, D. C., 1960), p. 785.

13

year and called whenever needed.

While this in itself would tend toward

the substitution of rational cures for disease in the place of magic and
conjuration of tl~e African medicine man 1 yet the same master who protected his investment against disease germs also protected it against
undue physical violence and thus forbade a slave from inflicting bodily
injury upon a fellow slave.
revenge by witchcr:aft.

This would lead invariably to indirect

L _a cking overt and natural means of obtaining

justice the slave turned to his conjurebag.
Newbell Niles Puckett gives the following view:
"Beside the making of charms and the employment
of sinister drugs 1 those passing beyond the first rank
in the society are able 1 it is reported to exercise concentration of the mind and give hypnctic mastery over
the possibilities of others. The neophyte retires to
long solitude and tortures himself in order to gain control. He must first dominate his own mind and he
makes his own will the fr eat fetish power by which he
controls his fellows. 111
The persistence of African fetism among Southern Negroes
has been traced to its use for covert revenge by the slaves 1 who were
guarded as strictly against overt violence as against disease and to its
extension into general medical and aleatory practice after emancipation.
Because of his more limited opportunities for contact with European
beliefs in the fields and because of his desire for more spectacular and

15 Newbell Niles Puckett Folk Beliefs of the Southern Negro.
1
(London: Humphrey Milford 1 The University of North Carolina Press 1
1950), p. 167.

14

awe--inspiring forms, the male clung to the old African beliefs more
than the women who, on the other hand, were more exposed to and
influenced by European beliefs in the household, with the result that
although women are not excluded, men predominate among Negro conjurers.

And the very dissimilarity of these complex and bizarre beliefs

kept them from mixing with white beliefs as the fact that only those who
believed in conjuring can be conjured kept them from taking root among
the less susceptible whites. l6
Like primitive peoples, the Negro freedmen had among them
experts in Magic, the witch doctor and conjurer doctor, who made
their fellow men believe that they could produce and healed diseases,
plant living creatures in the body, and inflict death.
The Conjurer doctor was invested with even more importance
than a preacher, since he was regarded with the respect that fear incites.

According to him this great difference was in the interests of all

concerned.

He often used his art to inflict injury.

The members of

his race, being very extravagant, were ready to lavish all they had to
attain and end, especially if it related to the gratification of their evil
passions.

It was frequently in connection with these that they sought

the aid of such a pretender.

And he did not respond to their requests

16B. A. Botkin, A Treasury of Southern Folklore.
Crown Publishers, 1964), p. 631.

(New York:

15

unless remunerated for his services. 1 7
The daily conduct of a conjure doctor, even when not engaged in
his profession, was more or less secretive and retiring.

He did not

associate as unreservedly with his fellows as he would have done if he
had made no claim to a mysterious skill.

On the contrary he was

inclined to withdraw from the crowd, and doing so, to surround himself with everything that was likely to impress the imagination of his
dupes.

He acted as a secret agent for gratifying all the animosities

that lodged in their hearts, thus affording them opportunity to vent their
ill feelings with absolute immunity.

The Negroes seemed to have had

no compunction about inflicting injury where they could do it so slyly
and safely.
Huges and Bontemp gives the following discription:
"Although most Southern Charms have European
parallels, the fact that they have taken strongest hold
on the Negro imagination suggests a correlation with
voodoo and hoodoo. Voodoo, however (originally a
snake cult of the Ewes introduced into this country
through Haiti and New Orleans), is generally reputed
to have disappeared as a formal organization with the
death of Marie Laveau, the last voodoo queen of New
Orleans, and to survive only in fragments of hoodoo
and conjuration whose spells, charms, tricks, hands,
jacks, tobies, mojos, conjure bottles, and goofer
bags are the special province of the Negro "root
18
doctor" or "hoodoo man. 11
17Henderson, Donald.

Op. Cit.

1

pp. 87-89.

18 Langston Huges and Arna Bontemp, The Book of Negro
Folklore, (New York: Dodd Mead and Company, 1959), p. 183.

16

The use of Negro conjuration extends to all the practical affairs
of life involving control over persons--injuring or destroying enemies,
getting rid of rivals or undesirables, softening hearts, winning or holding love, breaking up homes, calling the absent and buried treasure.

The

use of divine rod being of European origin and being widely practi ced by
whites.
Since conjuration, like most magic, depends upon resemblance
and contact for producing its effects, its charms make use of all things
connected with the body, nails, teeth, hair, saliva, perspiration, dandruff, scabs of sores, and garments worn next to the person.

These are

mixed with a wide variety of symbolic substances, including plants (sampson snakeroot, devil's shoestring, Jamison weed, asafetida, clover,
tobacco), the poisonous powder of a dried puff-ball known as devil's snuff,
spices and condiments.
Conjuration can be prevented by the use of a counter-charm, worn
on the persons neck, finger, wrist, waist, ankle, tied or sewed to garments, carried in the pockets, shoes, hat or distributed about the house
or under or around the doorstep, placed under the bed or pillow.

Since

counter-charms are extended to ward off evil, they make use of the color
red, chiefly in the form of red flannel representing the sacrificial blood
offered to the fetish, or perhaps connected with fire, which has been
used to drive away spirits. l 9

l 9Botkins, Op. Cit., pp. 633-634.

17

The writer has tried to give an enriched background as to the
beginning of conjuration, how it has governed and still strongly influences
the

11

£olk mind" this late in the 20th Century.

The chart in the study is

to show the Socio-Economic status of the Negroes in Grimes County.
Is it because of some factors revealed in the chart that these people
became prime tar gets for conjuration?
As you will notice on the chart the education standards are low.
There are 2, 51 7 non-whites twenty-five (25) years and old.er.
group 160 had no formal education what-so-ever.

Of this

784 had at least 1 to

4 years oi elementary school, 1024 had from 5 to 8 years of elementary
school.

The occult feeds off unsophisticated minds.

The chart also

shows that the average years of formal education completed was 6. 4.
The level of education suggests that occupational choice would have a
definite limitation.

A review of the chart shows that the great majority

of the labor is unskilled and rural.

Professional and skilled workers

make up only a small portion of the non-white population.

The rational

route to solution of problems would be closed to a poverty-stricken group.
Most of the people were born i n the county.
Negroes are unemployed.

A large percentage of

Family incomes are very inadequate.

Of the

1097 included in the study over 60 per cent had incomes o f less than
$2, 000. 00.

The medi an income of all families is $1, 298. 00.

18

This suggests that a large per cent of Negroes living in this
county shows signs of illiteracy, and are culturally disadvantaged, and
would be prime targets for conjuration practitioners.

The dominant

level and tone of their lives have foredoomed these semi-rural, culturally disadvantaged people to occultism as the only possible solution
open to them for the solution 'of their personal problems .

19

CULTURAL POTENTIAL OF NON-WHITES
IN GRIMES COUNTY
Socio-Economic status of people in this center
of the Brazos Bottom would seem to make prime targets
for the blandishment of the conjuration practitioner.

SUBJECT

NUMBER

Non- White Population
State of Birth
Non-White Native Population
Born in State of Residence
Born in Different State, Abroad, etc.
State of Birth not Reported

4,846
4,753
37
56

School Enrollment
Total enrolled, 5 to 34 years old
Kindergarten
Public
Elementary, 1 to 8 years
Public
High School, 1 to 4 years
Public
College

1,203
5
5

927
904
261
261
10

School
Years Completed
Persons 25 years old and over
No School Completed
Elementary: 1 to 4 years
5 to 6 years
7 years
8 years

2, 51 7
160
784
450
246
328

20

SUBJECT

1 to 3 years
4 years

274
127

1 to 3 years
4 years or more

64
84

High School:

College:

NUMBER

Median School Years Completed

6.4

Place of Work
All Workers (included Armed Forces)
Worked in County
Worked Outside County

1,343
1, 205

59

Employment Status
Male 14 Years Old and Over
Labor Force
Civilian Labor Force
Employed
Unemployed
Not in Labor Force

1,471

Female 14 Years Old and Over
Labor Force
Civilian
Employed
Unemployed
Not in Labor Force

1,732

947
947

879
68
524

597
597
501

96
1, 135

Occupation of Employed
Male
Professional, Technical and Kindred Workers
Farmers and Farm 1-hnagers
Managers, Officials and Exchange
Clerical and Kindred Workers
Private Household Workers
Service Workers

879
24
138
None
112
4

76

21

SUBJECT

NUMBER

Farm Laborers Unpaid Family Workers
Farm Laborers Unpaid and Farm Farmers
Laborers Except Farm and Mine
Occupation Not Reported

5
280
140
40

Female
Professional and Technical
Farmers and Farm Managers
Managers, Officials, etc.
Clerical and Kindred
Salesworkers
Craftsmen and Foremen
Operatives and Kindred
Private Household
Service Workers
Farm Laborers, Unpaid
Farm Laborers, and Farm Foremen
Laborers
Occupation not Reported

501

59
9
13
None
4
4
33
200
92
8

62
4
13

Industry
Total
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries
Mining
Construction
Manufacturing
Transport and Public Utilities
Wholesale and Retail Trade
Finance, Insurance and Real Estate
Business and Repair Services
Entertainment and Recreation Services
Professional and Related Service
Public Administration

1,380
502
None
51

67
76
167
4

17
312
109
13

22

SUBJECT

NUMBER

Family Income
All Families
Under
$1, 000
$1, 0 0 0 to 1 , 9 9 9
2, 000 to 2, 999
3, 000 to 3, 999
4, 000 to 4, 999
5, 000 to 5, 999
6, 000 to 6, 999
7, 0 0 0 to 7, 9 9 9
8, 000 to 8, 999
9, 0 0 0 to 9 , 9 9 9
$10, 000 and over
Median Income: Families

1, 097
440
364
139
69
37
22
8
10
4

None
4
$1,298 20

20united States Government Printing Office, 1960 Census Report.
(Washington, D. C., 1960), p. 502.

Chapter III

CONJURING PRESCRIPTION: LOVE

It is the belief of this writer that Donald Henderson is essentially
correct in his analysis of the folk behavior of the Negro masses as that
behavior is reflective of a "lower" stage of culture.

Realizing this lower

stage of culture is difficult to define or document, it is the belief of
this writer that one approach to it is the manifestations of occult behavior
patterns in the folk condition.

Whi le there may be some questions as to

this behavior being exclusive to Negroes, this writer feels that the
continued flourishing of conjuration in the Brazos region reflects the
continuation of non-rational, non-scientific pattern in the mass mind of
Negroes.

Though this hypothesis may be applicable to the total pattern

of Negro life, this investigation has concerned itself with only a category
of response that may be called the solution of personal problems.

24

LOVE

Lovers
This matter of a lover presents a grave problem for individuals
on lower levels.

Why is it more prevalent for one to have a lover than

a legal husband or wife?

Can this be due to the fact that some Negro fami-

lies have no mate in the house, and either one must seek outside help in
order to survive, which would be a common law husband, wife, or lover?
Karon gives the following views:
11

In isolated rural areas of the South, sexual

activity tends to start early and marriage is more casual
(of a common law type or lover) than in the rest of the
American Society. This behavior does not lead to great
deal of guilt until it comes into conflict with the values
of the dominant American culture, as it does in areas
which are less isolated. 1121
Economic conditions and sex dissatisfaction would make these
people rely on the occult practices of conjuring in order to satisfy their
own individual needs.

To Win A Lover
The following ingredients are used:
milk, tea, sugar, eggs, and water.
part in this operation.

stick pins, candles, roots,

The mixture plays a very important

Sometimes pins and candles are used in the form

of a fetish, while others may call for milk in tea before sugar.

21Bertram P. Karon. The Negro Personality.
Springer Publishing Company, Inc., 1958), pp. 31-32.

The

(New York:
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carrying of John The Conqueror roots also helps in this problem of love,
along with egg and water mixture.
The individual who desires this action may repeat a rhyme, or it
may be taken ·internally.

This will win a lover who is desired at all

times. 22

To Win A Woman
The only ingredients used are hair and blood.

Some require the

mixing of candy and blood, while others have the tendency to use hair in
the shoes.
doorstep.

Some are taken internally and others are buried under the
This prescription will win the heart of any woman. 23

To Keep A Lover Faithful
This is a very simple prescription which requires only a plain
piece of paper.

No mixture is necessary, only the placing of the lover's

name on the paper which is placed up a chimney.
lover faithful all of his life.

This will keep that

Distance makes no difference.

24

22 Pu.t milk or cream into your tea before sugar. Stick pins through
the end of a candle at the same time repeat a rhyme.
b. Prick an egg with a pin and let the white drop into a wine glass,
three parts water. Take some of this in your mouth and go for a walk.
c. Carry John The Conqueror, a root that is grown, pinch off
pieces and spit on it.
23To win a woman put some of his blood on candy and give to her.
b. To win a woman, wear some of her hair in his shoe then
hurry under his doorstep.
24write the name of the. pe~son on a p ~
up the chimney. Pray to it three times a day,

e of paper and put it
.
R. a. h
. e v·iew .A. &·• ,-u101 •l'"t,
J
:ie View. ,,,..., • f. Colle ~
·"
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To Make A Person Continue To Love You
This is more or less a more complicated prescription because
some of the ingredients used are not every day essentials.

They are

starch, sugar, dust of steel, Jockey Club Cologne, ribbons, (red, blue
or yellow), a bag and a plain piece of paper.

The proper mixture is very

important in one phase of the operation; whereas in another the folding
of the paper is necessary.
Neither of these mixtures are taken internally, but may be placed
under the desired one's step or door.

He will never in a life time

loose one ounce of love for you. 25

To Keep A Lover From Complaining
The using of sage, leaves, and salt are ideal ingredients.
of these are boiled together to make a salve.
the person.

All

This is used to anoint

This recommended for any person who would like to see

their lover sweet at all times. 26

25Take nine (9) lumps of starch, nine of sugar, nine teaspoons
of dust of steel. Wet it all with Jockey Club Cologne. Take nine pieces
of ribbon, blue, red, or yellow. Take a dessert spoon and put it on a
piece of ribbon and tie in a bag. As each fold is gathered together call
his name. As you wrap it with yellow thread call his name until you
finish. Make bags and place them under a step or door.
b. Fold a plain piece of paper six times. Place them under the
step of the person and they will always love you.
26Boil a handful of sage, two hands full of leaves and an ounce
of salt and anoint with this.
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To Break Off A Courtship
A knife is the only ingredient which can be found in almost
every home.
to do.

No mixture is necessary which makes it very simple

There is no need to worry about taking this or placing it in a

particular spot, just present as a gift bearing an inscription.

This

will break up a romance in a jiffy.27

27Present him or her with a knife with the inscription:
·t •
11 No Longer Love ti on 1
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Husband and Wives
The problem of the family on the lower levels of Negro life has
for a long time been recognized as one signal importance in the development of his life and thought.

The signal sociological importance of

the family as an institution for folk continuity and preservation is a
common place in the efforts to fathom the social development of any people.

Students of the Negro personality understand that significant part

of his problem develops from a lack of family stability.

Karon has said

that, "the lack of a stable family life means a lack of continuity, of tradition, of roots for the individual.

Life is fragmented, casual, and

precarious, and only the immediate problem of how to live from day to
day seems of consequence. 11 28
Such a situation would present a grave problem to the i lliterate
or the semi-literate.

Is there any wonder then that such people would

turn to the occult for a solution of this problem.

Even on such a near-

primitive level the desire to hold love and the securities that go with
it would naturally become the subjects of a prescription.

On such lev els

love is its elf a casual thing and even the bonds of marriage are not sufficient to either hold any type of love or the benefits that flow therefrom.
Typical of this dilemma are the prescriptions to make a husband or
wife come home, to hold a wife's love, and to get a husband's paycheck.

2 8Karon, Op. Cit.

1

p. 33.
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To Make A Husband Or Wife Come Home
The prescription to make a husband or wife come home is a
surprisingly simple one.

The ingredients for such a prescription may

include items of simple everyday materials like water, rain water, and
sugar.

The only difficult item which reveals the lingering of fetishism

is the necessity for a picture of the loved one.
scription is also not difficult.

The mixing of the pre-

Mixing the water and the sugar in a glass,

putting a spoon over the glass, and placing the contents in a dark room
requires no attention to detail that would be difficult to follow.

The

prescription would further develop without complication because the
persons who are to be effected by it does not have to be touched in any
way; nor does the mixer have to take it internally.

All that is necessary

is that the picture be either placed behind the glass in the dark room,
walked on in the shoe, or the mixture in the glass be thrown against the
fence.

The proper mixing and use of this prescription guarantees to

bring the wayward husband and wife home. 2 9

29Put his or her picture (small) under the bottom. of a shoe and
walk on it.
b. Put his or her picture behind a glass of water, stir and they
will return.
c. Put a little rain water in. a clean glass. Drop in three lumps
of sugar, saying Father, Son, Holy Spirit. Then three more lumps saying Jesus, Mary, Joseph. Drop in three more lumps while making your
request. Put the glass in a dark room (never before a mirrow), and
place a spoon on the top of the glass. Next morning stir the contents
toward you then with back toward the street throw the contents against
the house or fence, saying Father, Son, Holy Spirit, Jesus, please
grant my favor. Water must never be spilled, for it must not be walked
on.

30

To Hold A Wife's Love
This is another simple prescription which calls for no expert to
perform.

The only ingredient used is a soiled sanitary napkin.

This

seems to be an odd ingredien4 since this would suggest not keeping good
health standards and morals.

No mixture is required, but the only

vital step is the sewing and wearing of a female 1 s personal belonging.
This will help a poor husband to hold his wife if there are any doubts. 30

To Keep A Wife On The Mind Of Her Husband
Hair is the only necessary ingredient for this performance but
it must be taken from a specified place from the body.

No mixture is

essential, but the problem lies in the placing of the hair in the proper
place.

If this performance is done in the correct manner the husband

will never take his mind off the wife day or night.

31

To Get A Husband's Pay Check
The only ingredient necessary for this task is a pair of dirty
shorts.

No mixture is required, no internal use is necessary, but get-

ting results require that the shorts be placed over a chicken house.

30Take one of her old menstrual sanitary napkins, then wear it
sewed into the waistband of the trousers.
31 Get three strands of hair from the vagina, tie into a knot,
place it under the band of his hat at the center. He will never take
his mind off you.

31

This is a very simple prescription, which will guarantee a wife to get
her husband's money before it is all gone . 32
The high desertion rate which leads to the mother or father
dominated-type family can account for illiterate and semi-literate
people in times of desperation to turning to the conjurer doctor for aid and
assistance in the solution of their personal problems.

32Get a pair of dirty shorts that he has just pulled off, hang them
over the door of a chicken house.
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Good Luck
The problem of good luck seems to be one of the best ways for the
illiterate and semi-literate to solve their personal problems.

When

these people find a chance to experience a way which is good, there is
a definite need to confer with the conjure doctor.
11

As Davis states:

There is a great amount of happiness due in any family and an indivi-

dual will do anything to try to obtain it, regardless of the cost. 1133
Typical of this dilemma are the prescriptions to stay out of trouble, to
keep devils away, to keep the police away, and many others.

A Husband Looking For A Job
An old shoe is the only ingredient and seems to be the most vital

one.

Mixture is not necessary.

Throwing the shoe is important.

This

is suppose to be a sure way to get any job if you are not working. 34

To Refrain From Quarreling
Lemonade which has already been mixed is the ingredient used.
must be taken internally and followed with a kiss.

It

How can a person quar-

rel with anything in his mouth? 35

33Robert E. Davis, The American Negro Dilemma.
Philosophical Library, 1954), p. 142.

(New York:

34when leaving throw an old shoe at him without him being aware,
(any kind of shoe is perfect}.
35Fill the mouth with lemonade whenever a quarr~l st~rts and
do not swallow it until he has ceased, then swallow and kiss him or her.
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To Make Someone Come Back
A pie pan is an essential ingredient.

No mixture is necessary,

but a prayer must be placed on the pan which is read daily.

This will

send him or her in a hurry. 36

To Keep Sickness Away
The only thing necessary is a snake skin again no mixture is
necessary.

It is not taken but worn to ward off sickness . 37

To Keep The Police Away
Lye and water are essential ingredients.

Lye and water makes a

solution to be used in cleaning portions of the house. 38

36Buy a pie pan, put the Lord's Prayer on it, _read it every
morning at 5:00 a. m., call the person's name three times.
3 7w ear a snake skin around the head.
38 scrub the steps of the house with lye water.
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Good Luck Pieces Or Charms
Bear Grass, Dog Tongue

,

Irish Potatoe, Silver Dime, and D
dients for this prescription.

Coff

ee

G

rounds, Egg Shells, a small

·11
ev1 s Shoe String are essential ingre-

Most of these are worn on the body or used

in the house. 3 9
These prescriptions use few efficient ingredients and show a
tendency for the gentle and generous.

3

9Bear Grass is a weed that is grown and used as a pocket piece.
b. Dog Tongue is a weed grown and worn around the neck.
c. Coffee grounds are carried around in a small sack.
d. Egg shells are carried around in a piece of brown paper.
e. Irish Potatoe is used as a pocket piece and carried around.
f. Silver dime is worn around ankles or legs.
g. Devil's Shoe String is a weed that is grown and resembles a
string. Put camphor or whiskey on it and rub on the hands.
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To Keep From Being Conjured
The ingredients are salt, pepper, and John the Conqueror roots.
These are mixed together and carried around in shoes or some portion
of the body to get the desired results. 40

To Stay Out Of Trouble
The only ingredient is a brahman bull which is not simple and very
difficult to handle.

No mixing is required, it only takes skill to perform

this operation successfully. 41

Simple Good Luck
The following ingredients are used:
potatoe.

No mixture is required.

a caterpillar and a sweet

It is used in rooms of a house and

throwing objects a certain way. 42

40Mix salt and pepper together and keep in a shoe:
.
b. Carry John the Conqueror which is a root, spit on i t.
41 (Let it be Known) Catch a brahman bull by the tail and throw
him out of a corral.
42Root a sweet potatoe in a jar and keep in the kitchen.
b. Find a hairy caterpillar and throw over the left shoulde r

Chapter IV
CONJURlliG PRESCRIPTION: HATE

ENEMIES
The problem of enemies with the illiterate ands em1· 1·t
1 erat e N egroes
has always menaced him.

Medical herbs and roots often come to being.

When he is faced with this proble~ he will take any method that seems
rational.

Karon states that, "Negroes feel that they are being disintegrated

by evil forces which they cannot identify. 11 43
This category of prescription presents grave problems such as, to
get rid of an enemy, to ward off an enemy and to harm an enemy, and this
serious task has to be done without the knowledge of the enemy.

To Get Rid Of An Enemy
The following ingredients are used: pepper pods, pins, nails, glass,
and water.

One prescription calls for the mixing of pepper and water which

has been placed under a doorstep and also sprinkled around the house.
While others may call for the making of an image which has been stuck with
pins, glass and nails, and placed in a running stream of water.

This

will get rid of an enemy. 44

43Karon, Op. Cit. 1 p. 49.
44Make a rude clay image of him or her, stick it full of pins,.
nails and broken glass and then place in a running stream of water with
its head in the current.
b. Dry three (3} pepper pods in an open oven, then place in a
bottle filled with water and place under your doorstep for three days, then
sprinkle the water around the house, saying remove yourself from here.

37

To Ward Off An Enemy

The only ingredient used in this prescription is an egg.

No mixture

is necessary but, place the enemy's name on the egg and place in a red
ant bed.

Thi s is an ideal prescription for your enemies because no

physical contact is involved. 45

To Harm Your Enemy
A dead bird, Cruel Man of the Woods (root}, and red flannel are
the only necessities for this prescription.

No mixture is necessary but,

roots are wrapped in flannel and desired person's names are placed in
the mouth of a bird.

This will sure harm that most hated enemy. 46

It should be noted that fetishism plays an important role in these
prescriptions.
designated.

It is also interesting that no specific punishment is

This tends to confirm Karon's observation of the Negro being

surrounded by enemies he cannot identify.

45Take one (1) egg and write the person's name on it, place _it
in a red ant bed, let the ants devour it, this will separate the enemies
who are plotting against you.
46Put the desired person's name in a dead bird's mouth and let
the bird dry up.
d
a root that is grown, in red
b. Wrap Cruel Man of the W oo s,
flannel.
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REVENGE
The problem of revenge and hate with illiterate and semiliterate Negroes goes back to the days of slavery when they were
deeply indoctrinated with the curse of hate.

They do not realize that

every deed of wrong tends to lower the cultural standards, and consequently, hurts them more than the harm intended upon their fellow men.
Karon sums the problem up in the following manner:
"Apparently, for most people it is less frightening
to feel angry when there is no one around, than it is to feel
angry when there is someone around who may retaliate.
For southern Negroes, however, feeling angry with provocation means that anger inside of him has finally burst
through, and he has lost control. If you cannot control your
anger in a world where you are constantly being provoked,
and where the direct expression of anger brings inevitable
disaster, you have no chance. 114 7
Most of the revenge prescriptions deal with factors which will
bring some physical harm to an individual through some occult means.
This allows him to vent his anger without public display.

4 ?Karon, Op. Cit. P• 166.
1
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To Keep A Person Away

Salt is the only necessary ingredient •

No ~~~
...ure 1· s require
· d an d
.u.LLA1.

there is no worry about when to take it because this is thrown at the per ..
son without him being aware of it.
away.

This is a sure way to keep the devil

48

To Make A Person Go Blind

The following ingredients are not simple .
ledge of plants that grow on a prairie.
and leaves from the Plant of Peace.
contact is of vital importance.

They call for a know-

Some examples are Devil Snuff,

No mixture is required but, body

These are dangerous plants which cause

the loss of an eye. 49

To Make Someone Move
Hair from a dead black cat, lemons, red crayons, and silver
paper are the fantastic ingredients.
directions are more important.

·

No mixture is important, but

This does not require internal use but

may be placed under the house of the person.

50

48 Throw salt at the person without them knowing it.
49Take the leaves from a Plant of Peace and rub on hands.
b. Sprinkle Devil Snuff, which grows on a prairie, in a bag on
the person
50 Take the hair off a dead black cat, fill its mouth wi_th l~mons
that have been painted with melted red crayon, wrap animal m silver
·
d 1
·t under the house of the person.
paper, repeat your desire over 1t an P ace 1
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To Get Revenge On A Woman
Take a bit of hair; no mixing is necessary.

This prescription

calls £or internal use, but is more or less a secret typ e o f weapon w h'1ch
will take out the hair of the woman.

This seems to be a very cruel deed.

What is a woman without some hair? 5 1

To Drive A Woman Crazy
Nutmeg is the only vital spice in this operation.
ture is necessary.

Again no mix-

It is not taken internally, but is sprinkled on a shoe

to get the desired results, which is revenge. 52

To Make A Woman Drown Herself
Some ingredients are extraordinary.
which calls £or underwear and a brick.

For an example this one

Mixture does not play an impor-

tant role; but, authorative directions are necessary; no internal use.
That hated individual will either drown in a river or in his own tears.

53

To Drive A Man Crazy
The following ingredients are used: Hair and saliva.

Mixture of

51 Keep a bit of her hair without her being aware and all of the
hair will £all out.
52 Sprinkle nutmeg on her left shoe every night at midnight.
53Get a piece of her underwear, turn it inside out and bury it
at midnight then place a brick on the grave.

41

saliva and river water makes an ideal solution.

Since hair plays an

important role, if it is placed in the right place, this will definitely drive
hirn crazy.

54

These are the techniques of an oppressed and degraded stratum of
people whose intuition tells them that they are culturally helpless before
those who would exploit them.

They are truely helpless, prisoners in a

complicated culture they do not understand nor have the tools to come to
grips with.

54

th' s hair in the gill of a fish .
To drive a man crazy pu 1
t ·
·t . the river if the curren is
b.. To drive a man crazy spi in
.
.
.
t·
·n which he lives.
running opposite in the direc 10n 1
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BAD LUCK

Unhappiness anywhere in society has its grave effects everywhere.
No people, regardless of its cultural level, can possible insure its own
continued happiness by restricting the happiness of others.

Illiterates

and semi-literates have to rely on 11 luck 11 because it means that life
is capricious and predictable and the use of conjuration is an attempt to
insure a desired end.
Illiterates and semi-literates who lack educati.onal background,
will rely on the conjurer doctor to bring bad luck on an enemy.
said,

11

Davis has

the Negro, handicapped by educational opportunities to the fullest

extent, is an unhappy individual who naturally will commit socially
unacceptable acts. 1155
Why is it important to these people for unhappiness or bad luck
to fall upon another?

Here is another reason for revenge.

Prescriptions in this category, which call for one or more
ingredient, are very simple. Some examples are: shoes or slippers,
rose petals, bird eggs, salt, ferns, cold boiled water, and red flannel.
No mixture is necessary but some prescriptions require placing shoes
on tables in a certain position, placing cold boiled water in the rooms of
a house, using bird eggs in a house, scattering roses beside the

SSD avis,
.
Op. Cit., p. 143.
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desired person, wrapping roots in red flannel and th k
.
e eepmg of plants
in the house. 56
As one may notice, thes

e prescriptions do not aim at anything

particular other than to bring an ind· "d
.
lVl ua1 a little bad luck.
these mixtures will bring bad luck t

All of

f .
o any nend, lover or any desired

person.

56

Scatter petals of red roses on the ground beside the p e rson.
b. Place his or her slippers or shoes in a crossed position.
c. Place his or her boot on the table.
d. Take some bird eggs and hang in the house of the person.
e. Never waste salt on the floor regardless of what room.
f. Place cold, boiled water in his or her bedroom, this will
defy the Devil and bring bad luck.
g. Wrap Angel's Turnip in red flannel.
h. Never keep ferns around the house that have grown.

SUMMAR y AND CONCLUSION

This study was begun to probe the problem of how the history of
the masses of illiterate or semi-literate people nu·ght b e documented.
The study was centered around a small town (Navasota) which is located
within the Brazos Bottom area.

As the study began to develop, the

Socio-Economic aspect revealed itself, involving the general picture of
the roots of the Folk Pattern of the semi-rural Negro.

The present

writer feels that one of the best ways to get the ideas of the

11

Mass Mind••

was through personal interviews or oral conversations.
This study deals with only one aspect of the occult in the folk
pattern of the Negro, Conjuration.

Conjuration is constantly having a

hand in the practical affairs of life.

Hoodoo or conjuring is possibly

the most picturesque form of Negro occultism, though by no means the
only one.
As a cultural hangover in the late 20th Century, conjuring is still
used by illiterate and semi .. literate Negroes as one of the major ways
for solving personal problems.

Concentrating only on the basic emotional

problems of love and hate, this study tends to confirm the work of students of Negro culture and psychology which holds that he brought out
of slavery the habit of using secret approaches to the solution of major
emotions, conflicts and problems.
The life of the mass of Negro free elm en was and, remains rife

45

with superstitions, but this is always true of people occupying the lower
stages of culture.

They lack knowledge, and usually depend heavily on

their imagination for explanation of happenings in both their physical
and social environments.

The result is that they give erroneous

interpretations to phenomena, attribute power to mysterious agents and
resort to acts that are wholly irrational.

The present writer agrees in

part with Donald Henderson's statement as it has been pointed out in this
investigation of conjuration that this is a behavior reflective of a lower
stage of culture.

This behavior pattern becomes significant to the

historian in any assessment of the total historical existence of any people, partically that segment of them that leave no records.
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